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Learning Objectives
Describe two evidence-based practice tools to measure alcohol and opioid 
withdrawal symptoms
Discuss a method to assess withdrawal symptom scoring practices among 
RNs working in the adult medical-surgical specialty
State the proposed educational intervention using best practice for improving 
alcohol withdrawal score accuracy
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Purpose/Aims:
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Background
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CIWA Tool
5
ANXIETY – Ask “Do you feel nervous?”  Observation




4 moderately anxious, or guarded, so anxiety is inferred
5
6
7 equivalent to acute panic states as seen in severe delirium or 
acute schizophrenic reactions 




© 2017 Providence St. Joseph Health
COWS
COWS case scenario here
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Patient is experiencing mild
withdrawal symptoms if score is 5-
12.
Patient is experiencing moderate
withdrawal symptoms if score is 13-
24.
Patient is experiencing moderately 
severe withdrawal symptoms if score 
is 25 – 36.
Patient is experiencing severe
withdrawal symptoms if score >36.
COWS Tool and Treatment
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Methods/Approach
Case studies written and videotaped for CIWA and COWS
Case studies validated by Professional Development Specialists
Nurses electronically completed CIWA and COWS scoring one time after reading 
and viewing case scenarios
Results were analyzed using descriptive statistics and group difference testing
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Highlights of the CIWA case scenario with a video to follow:
Patient admitted with pancreatitis and states that she drinks a 6-pack of beer and vodka 
every night.  Vital signs within defined limits.
Next day’s assessment reveals patient with slight nausea and a mild headache.
She is slightly diaphoretic and states that there are spiders on the ceiling of the room.  
She complains of feeling anxious and says, “I just want to go home!”
Some of the vital signs are elevated from previous assessment.
CIWA Case Scenario
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Highlights of the COWS case scenario with a video to follow:
Patient admitted with endocarditis and states that he currently uses IV heroin. 
Next day’s assessment shows patient complaining of flu-like symptoms.
He asks that the heat be turned up because of goosebumps. 
You observe beads of sweat on his face, a slight tremor, no goosebumps seen. 
He states, “I feel like I’m getting the flu and I had a hard time sleeping”.
He is yawning, appears anxious, restlessness and cannot get comfortable in bed.
Some of the vital signs are elevated from previous assessment.
COWS Case Scenario
11





© 2017 Providence St. Joseph Health
• A total of 61 RNs completed the survey out of a possible 191 eligible nurses
Results
13
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Results (cont.)
❖For COWS, 59/61 or 97%, 
correctly scored the 
patient as experiencing 
moderate withdrawal 
severity
❖For CIWA, 22/61 or 36% 
correctly rated patient 
with moderate 
withdrawal symptoms 
necessitating 2 mg of 
Ativan per facility 
protocol
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Results (cont.)
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Results (cont.)
© 2017 Providence St. Joseph Health
Shift Comparison
17
t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances
CIWA.day CIWA.noc
Mean (Average) 14.9032258 16.1
Variance 14.4236559 9.817241379
Observations 31 30
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Conclusion/Next Steps
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